goal that continue to justify public investments in fundamental research. Yet, more troubling than the goals themselves is the problem of democratic legitimacy. In applying Criterion 2, peer-review panels will often need to choose between projects of equal intellectual merit that serve different national goals. Who gave such panels the authority to decide, for example, whether a claim to advance participation of minorities is more or less important than one to advance national security?
This problem is exacerbated by issues of expertise. To convincingly assess how a particular research project might contribute to national goals could be more difficult than the proposed project itself. Neither project leaders nor peer-review panels are likely to have sufficient expertise to really understand a single project's capacity to connect to a persistent challenge such as increasing the nation's science literacy or economic competitiveness.
Individual projects are the wrong lever to bring NSF research into line with national goals. It is not surprising, however, that the NSF and the science board made this mistake -the agency's public image is dominated by the idea of the individual scientist, advancing the frontiers of knowledge. As its website explains, the "NSF's task of identifying and funding work at the frontiers of science and engineering is not a 'top-down' process. NSF operates from the 'bottom up, ' keeping close track of research around the United States and the world, maintaining constant contact with the research community. "
Yet the NSF has engaged in ongoing organizational experiments over the past 40 years, aiming to overcome the limits of single-investigator, peer-reviewed science. From massive Engineering Research Centers and Science and Technology Centers that address complex, interdisciplinary problems, to small Rapid Response Research grants to get funds quickly to researchers working on urgent questions, and programmes that push university academics to engage seriously in education, the NSF is committed to top-down behavioural modification of the scientific community, often driven by the vision of agency leaders and linked to national challenges such as climate change or emerging opportunities such as nanotechnology.
Motivating researchers to reflect on their role in society and their claim to public support is a worthy goal. But to do so in the brutal competition for grant money will yield not serious analysis, but hype, cynicism and hypocrisy. The NSF's capacity to meet broad national goals is best pursued through strategic design and implementation of its programmes, and best assessed at the programme-performance level. Individual projects and scientists should be held accountable to specific programmatic goals, not vague national ones. For example, if an NSF initiative aims to provide information for decision-makers, proposals should have to provide evidence that there is actually a customer for the results of the proposed work. Criterion 2 needs to be flexible and tailored to the goals of particular NSF programmes. Otherwise, it will remain confusing and frustrating for scientists and politicians alike. ■ WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
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